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EXCERPTS FROM ACCOUNT-BOOKS OF WASHINGTON. 

BY DR. J. M. TONER, WASHINGTON, D.C. 

The cash-books of Colonel George "Washington began 
October 15, 1754, just after resigning the command of the 
Virginia Regiment, and continued until 1775, at the begin- 
ning of the Revolution, reveal, if we read between the lines, 
many of the methods, habits, and characteristics of the man. 
The data are genuine and ample, and the inferences drawn 
are fully warranted. 

The first entry in these books shows he had cash on hand 
to the amount of £225 6s. 3d. The first charge against him- 
self is for repairs of his watch, and, it may be said, there 
are frequent charges of this kind. He also buys watches 
for Mrs. "Washington, John Parke and Patey Custis; takes 
chances in a raffle for a watch in 1754, and at later dates buys 
numerous watch-keys of steel and gold ; and in the course 
of his accounts notes the purchase of gold lockets and other 
jewelry for various members of the family. 

His habit of personal neatness may be inferred from his 
frequent patronage of barbers when in any place where they 
supported establishments, including the French barber in 
Williamsburg. Only once, however, does he record the 
fact of having his hair cut. 

He was often a buyer of powder-bags and puffs; hair 
powder, which was occasionally noted as being perfumed, 
and ribbons for his hair. He was a frequent customer of 
the furnishing stores for silk, thread, and cotton stockings, 
shoes, pumps, slippers, moccasins, and boots ; breeches made 
of buckskin black and yellow, of calfskin leather occasion- 
ally tanned at home but often imported ; and also of velvet, 
silk, and cloth of different colors; double-gilt and gold but- 
tons ; silver lace for servants' hats ; silver knee- and shoe- 
buckles; gloves and mittens, chiefly buckskin, but sometimes 



76 Excerpts from Account-Books of Washington. 

of woollen yarn; cambric for ruffling his shirts; dimity for 
stocks ; black stocks ; sleeve-buttons ; black and striped 
knee-garters, lace, etc. Hats in those days were made of 
felted wool and fur, and suffered greatly from exposure 
before the days of umbrellas, gum coats, and hat-covers, and 
Washington, because of his out-door life and his numerous 
servants, had to purchase many of them. His laundry bills, 
too, were large ; the sums expended for combs, hair-brushes, 
toilet soaps, and shaving outfits are very considerable ; as 
was also his outlay for shoe-brushes and blacking. 

General Washington, from having defective teeth, was 
obliged to patronize dentists ; he was from 1754, and pos- 
sibly earlier, a frequent buyer of tooth-brushes, tooth- 
powder, and washes. The following are the names of some 
of his dentists: Drs. Fendall, Spencer, Baker, and John 
Greenwood. 

He annually bought almanacs, usually two copies. Those 
found among his papers have blank leaves for memoranda 
bound in with . the text, and are filled with observations 
on a variety of subjects by Washington. He buys school- 
books for John Parke and Patey Custis ; music and also 
story-books for them; Latin and Greek grammars and 
text-books for Jacky; and, later, the same class of books 
for G. W. P. Custis, with books for Miss Nellie in music 
and French. 

I infer that Washington did not use tobacco, because he 
buys neither chewing nor smoking tobacco, cigars nor 
pipes; and he is altogether too minute and exact in his 
charges to omit these if he had been in the habit of buying 
them. On two occasions he buys snuff-boxes, one a papier- 
mache, the other silver; and once or twice he buys small 
quantities of snuff; but it should be remembered it was the 
custom in those days to keep a snuff-box on the mantel of 
sitting-rooms or in some convenient place, for guests to help 
themselves at will, and to be occasionally passed around 
among the company. 

Notwithstanding the occasional statement met with in the 
lighter literature on Washington that he played the violin 
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and flute, I infer from the fact that his cash-book shows that 
he never buys either, and not even fiddle-strings, that he did 
not play on the violin, or, indeed, on any musical instru- 
ment. He occasionally attends concerts, but it appears more 
as a patron or as escort to the ladies than as a lover of music. 

He was a firm, though a considerate, master to his ser- 
vants ; had them well clad, housed, and fed. They were 
inoculated as protection against attacks of small-pox ; when 
ill, were attended by physicians whom Washington employed 
by the year for that purpose ; and had two upper rooms in 
the servants' quarters at the mansion house reserved and 
furnished as a hospital. He gave them Christmas money 
and gifts; allowed them holidays to visit the races; lent 
them his seine to haul for fish on their own account; and 
records the fact of sending " Will" to the doctor to have his 
tooth drawn; and sent "Tom" to Lebanon, Pa., to a man 
claiming to be able to render harmless the bite of a mad 
dog; and another to the eminent Virginia physician, Dr. 
Baynam, paying good round fees for the service. At public 
houses, in travelling, at ferries, and at gentlemen's residences 
where he visited, he always gave liberally to the servants, 
and regularly notes the amount in his cash-book. 

His aesthetic tastes are shown in his watch-charms and 
seals ; one with his crest was engraved for him as late as 
1798. He had his arms engraved on gold-headed canes, 
one in 1785; his cipher put on his pew in Pohick Church, 
and his initials engraved on his own guns, and those of 
John Parke Custis on his. He bought prints to stamp 
the butter for his table use ; busts and pictures to decorate 
his rooms ; and studied the harmony of colors in his house- 
furnishings; remodelled his mansion and embellished the 
grounds. 

I think it may justly be inferred from the frequent charges 
for expenses in attending the theatres that he had a taste for 
the drama and amusements in general. He also visits con- 
certs, microcosms, wax-works, and puppet-shows ; sleight-of- 
hand ; and pays to see a dancing bear, an elk led through 
the country as a show, a tiger and a lioness exhibited 
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in Alexandria. He also found relief from fatigue in 
games of cards and billiards. It was his habit to play for 
small stakes and to keep an exact account of his gains and 
losses. In 1775 the sum total of all his gains to that date 
foots up £72.0.6, while his losses for the same period stand 
at £78.5.9. The only games he mentions are billiards, and 
whist and loo under the head of cards. He was a patron of 
the race-track, and an annual subscriber to the purse for its 
encouragement and support, of one at Alexandria, "Williams- 
burg, Richmond, and Annapolis. He usually attended the 
respective races and bet moderately, scrupulously charging 
or crediting himself with the losses or gains on these wagers 
and his other attendant expenses. He also bought lottery 
tickets, and generally records the fact that he won nothing 
or but a trifle. He was solicited to take chances in raffles 
for a great variety of articles, — guns, watches, a necklace, 
silver buckles, the British Encyclopedia, Mrs. Dawson's 
coach, etc. These raffles often partook of the character of a 
social gathering. 

Washington gave a great deal of money in charity, from 
1754, to soldiers wounded or destitute, to sailors, and often 
to widows and begging women ; to a French lady in distress, 
a man who had his house burnt, a woman who had escaped 
from the enemy, etc., etc. His books show that he gave 
money liberally to his mother, as well as valuable presents, — 
a costly cloak and a chaise in 1774; and made, in advanced 
life, generous presents to his sister, Betty Lewis ; to his 
niece, Harriet; to G. W. Lafayette, son of the general; and 
that he was most liberal in giving pocket-money to his 
adopted children ; in assisting young men in college, etc. 
His philanthropic gifts and subscriptions are numerous. 
The following are a few only : For building a market- 
house in Fredericksburg in 1757 ; to the sufferers from fire 
in Boston in 1760 ; for decorating Falls Church ; subscrip- 
tion to the Society of Useful Knowledge, $100 ; to James 
Blyth, in 1795, towards establishing an academy in Ken- 
tucky, $100; a like amount towards an academy in the 
Western Territory; to the sufferers from yellow fever in 
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Charleston in 1796, $300 ; September 25, 1796, left $100 in 
the hands of T. Peter for the sufferers from fire in George- 
town, D.C., $90 of which was returned to him as not 
expended ; sent $100 to Mrs. Lear, the mother of Tobias 
Lear, to bear her expenses to the Federal City in 1796 ; for 
educating the poor children of Alexandria, $50; and for the 
poor of the town, $100, — this was an annual donation; to 
the distressed in Philadelphia from yellow fever in 1793, 
and again in 1798. While he was charitable as well as 
philanthropical, he was also economical and thrifty. Some 
of the evidences of this are patent in his having his shirts 
and other garments made and mended ; the mending of a 
coffee-pot and a coffee-mill ; " putting shoes to his boots," 
footing boots, as we have it; and in the mending of buttons 
and buckles, boots, shoes, fans, etc. He had no sentiment 
restraining him from selling anything on his plantations not 
needed. 

His cash-books show that the liquor bought for use at the 
mansion house at Mount Vernon was wine, in general 
Madeira in butts and pipes, or claret by the box, and occa- 
sionally casks of ale, with brandy in kegs or smaller quan- 
tities. Jamaica rum was bought by the hogshead for plan- 
tation use. It is evident that General Washington's social 
glass was always wine. 

These accounts show two occasions before his marriage 
when he was so ill as to be obliged to employ a nurse : first, 
when he was on the Braddock Expedition, and again in 
1756, then in command of the Virginia forces on the west- 
ern frontier of Virginia, which are duly recorded, with dates 
and amounts paid. 

He was more of a reader than is generally supposed, and 
especially on agriculture, war, history, politics, travels, etc., 
and collected about him quite a good library. Some of the 
books were gifts, but the greater number were purchased. 
In his cash-books he does not always give the names of the 
books he buys or for which he subscribes. In 1769, Vir- 
ginia Justice; in 1772, Boise's Account of Louisiana, 
Churchill's Sermons, and Byron's Voyage around the 
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World ; in 1774, Henley's Defence against the Charge of 
Heresy ; August 6, 1774, he buys a copy of Jefferson's Bill 
of Rights; in 1786, two copies of Gordon's History; and 
in 1799, four sets of Belknap's Biography, etc., etc. 

The purchases or bills paid for the ladies of Mount Vernon 
do not represent their expenditures, as they generally re- 
ceived cash in considerable sums, which alone is shown on 
the cash-books, and the articles bought with it rarely appear 
by name. In 1772, a hat and silk dress for Patey Custis, 
£8.4.0. In 1786, two cushions are bought for Mrs. Wash- 
ington, and a pair of black satin shoes, a necklace, ear- 
rings, etc. ; at various times gowns for Mrs. Washington ; 
a dressmaker was employed at Mount Vernon in 1772 ; a 
parrot and canary were bought ; two pairs white silk stock- 
ings from New York in 1773; a cotton gown; and in 1774 
a satin cloak, making and mending a pair of stays for Mrs. 
Washington, £3.2.0. Mrs. Washington had her own private 
purse to draw on, and gave out of it to her mother, Mrs. 
Frances Dandridge, an annuity of £35.0.0. It would seem 
from an entry in the cash-books in 1766, that Mrs. Wash- 
ington was taking music lessons with her children, viz. : 
" By cash paid Mr. Stedler for teaching Mrs. Washington 
and two children music, £38.14.0." 

I must not overlook the charming little romance which 
the accounts reveal in the purchase of a ring in Philadelphia, 
in May, 1758. A few weeks later the record of expenses 
shows Colonel Washington travelling towards Williamsburg 
with his servant, Thomas Bishop.; his visit to Colonel Bas- 
sett's, and the liberal amounts he bestowed upon the servants. 
A day or so after he is at Mr. Clayborn's and Mr. Chamber- 
lain's, whose families were intermarried with theDandridges; 
and a day or two later he is at Mrs. Custis's, with his liberal 
benefactions to her domestics all duly recorded. The purpose 
and destination of the ring may be inferred with certainty. 

After his marriage his wife usually spent at least part 
of the winters with him in Williamsburg, while he was in 
attendance at the House of Burgesses. Winters in Williams- 
burg were at this period the fashion of the wealthy, and 
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perhaps no city in America had a more charming circle of 
the Uite than the capital of Virginia. 

The following entry, May 30, 1772, relates to one of the 
artists who painted his portrait and that of his wife from 
life : 

By M r Peale Painter, Draw'g my Pict* l . . . £18.4.0 

Miniature D° for M ra Washingt" . . . . 13-- 

Ditto D° for Miss Custis 13-- 

Ditto D° for M r Custis 13-- 



£57.4.0 
January 6 th 1774 By 10 Guineas paid M r Peale for Drawing 

M r Custis's Picture £13.2.6 

January 18 th 1774 By M r Peale setting Pictures . . £1.16.0 

This was doubtless for Mr. Custis's wife. 

He was also an active promoter of enterprises which 
promised benefits to the people, as the relocating, improving, 
and regrading of the public roads, the establishing of turn- 
pikes and ferries, the building of bridges, and the adoption 
of improved methods in agriculture. That his far-seeing 
mind, more than any other man's, realized the coming great- 
ness of the Western country, is shown in his advocacy of 
settlements there ; his taking up land on the Ohio ; and his 
efforts, pecuniary and otherwise, to have the Potomac River, 
above tidewater, rendered, by means of locks, navigable to 
small boats well up into the Allegheny Mountains, with a 
view that by a short portage to one of the branches of the 
Ohio, similarly improved, a nearly continuous navigation to 
the Mississippi River might be established. 

These cash accounts recall and give testimony of an old 
usage in the Colonies at elections, which was that of the 
several candidates providing cakes, and possibly small beer, 
as a lunch for the voters. The persons attending to the 
furnishing of these repasts generally seem to have been 
women, and occasionally as many as three or four different 
parties. The same custom was common at .the election of 

1 The study for this portrait has recently been presented to the His- 
torical Society. — Ed. Penna. Mag. 
Vol. xvi. — 6 
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church vestrymen, and it is noted as at hoth Pohick and 
Alexandria ; though the expense in this parish rarely reached 
a pound. Another custom of the times was for gentlemen 
to have a howl of punch or some mixed drink provided at 
public houses, to which their friends were invited to help 
themselves. This friendly bowl was then designated as the 
" Club." This name was given to it, whether paid for by 
one individual or a proportional share by all who partook. 
Washington often put up the " club ;" in modern phrase, 
he treated the company. In stopping at an ordinary, while 
travelling, he records the cost of his " dinner and club." In 
a few instances the term " punch" is used as synonymous 
with " club." Jonson, in his first folio edition of his dic- 
tionary, quotes the following couplet : 

"Let sugar, wine, and cream together club, 
To make that gentle viand, syllabub." 

Coffee was in early days a club drink between meals, and 
led to the establishment of coffee-houses. 

But a saddening cloud casts its shadow on the pages of 
this tell-tale cash book. Patey Custis had grown up to be 
a beautiful girl, to whom Washington was greatlj' attached, 
but about her fourteenth year she fell into poor health, which 
led him and her mother to take the young lady to the differ- 
ent Springs and to eminent physicians in adjacent cities. As 
time moves on the pages show the coming to Mount Ver- 
non of many doctors, the trying of a great variety of popular 
medicines, and even some charms. But the end came in 1773, 
and for a time cast a deep gloom over the whole house- 
hold. Washington's entries relative to the physicians and 
medicines for Patey and her funeral arrangements are 
quite pathetic. 

These excerpts and inferences, which portray the family 
life at Mount Vernon, might be extended, but I apprehend 
what has been given will enable all to form as correct an 
opinion as this class of testimony can give of the habits and 
character of General Washington. 



